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“A Meaningless Institution”: Allen Ginsberg and the Struggle to Resist Dehumanization

Both Allen Ginsberg and Walt Whitman embraced positions as social commentators on the
American Union of their times. As Whitman served as a poetic model for Ginsberg, it should
not come as a surprise that they commented on many of the same things. Themes of sexual
morality, material prosperity, the urban landscape, and the liberating potential of America's
frontiers ring throughout their work, as, moreover, does a concern for the centrality of the soul of
the nation and for the need to resist oppressive conformity. As similar as Walt Whitman and
Allen Ginsberg may appear thematically and stylistically however, there are certain important
differences between them. Walt Whitman, for instance, formed part of his philosophy based
upon the American version of transcendentalism as articulated by Ralph Waldo Emerson.
Essentially, Emerson believed in order to truly transcend a person needed to separate the
physical body from the spiritual self. This was needed in order to understand both. Hence, a
possible reason for his frequent meditations concerning what is "inside" and "outside" of himself
in essays such as "Nature." He says in a lecture titled "The Transcendentalist” delivered at the
Masonic Temple in Boston “The Transcendentalist adopts the whole connection of spiritual
doctrine. He believes in miracle, in the perpetual openness of the human mind to new influx of
light and power; he believes in inspiration, and in ecstasy” (Nature: Addresses and Lectures
317). Interestingly enough, those things Emerson believes in appear entirely immaterial outside
of the physical everyday world. Walt Whitman and Allen Ginsberg, on the other hand, found
transcendentalism's seeming lack of attention to the body and bodily concerns unsatisfactory. In
Allen Ginsberg's Buddhist Poetics, Tony Trigilio makes the point that Allen Ginsberg sought out
“Buddhist poetics in which both body and mind are engaged with equal emphasis" (51).
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Another difference between Whitman and Ginsberg also stems from Ginsberg's heavily
Buddhist beliefs as opposed to Whitman's at least somewhat more traditional semi JudeoChristian ethic. I do not necessarily mean to say that Walt Whitman was, or was not, a Christian.
I simply mean he appears in some cases to acknowledge widely held cultural values more than
does Ginsberg for example, in the bather sequence of "Song of Myself” the person watching the
bathers is ultimately portrayed as female while the bathers are male. Whitman perhaps would
have preferred to openly flaunt a male character watching the bathers. Moreover, perhaps he
realized that in the America of his time he could not realistically do this. The Christian morality
of his neighbors, which certainly influenced him on some level, would not allow it. Ginsberg
seems fettered by no such trepidation when he writes about homosexuality. Perhaps Ginsberg
saw the old Christian morality at times somewhat less relevant to his poetics than Whitman
would have. It may be that Ginsberg’s philosophy believes America can be an even freer nation
if the idea of one overriding monotheistic religious ethic is deemphasized. Likewise, in terms of
deemphasizing conventions, both of Whitman and Ginsberg write mostly in free verse. However
just how "free" their verses truly are, is an interesting question. Some readers may be surprised to
realize that two of Whitman's most popular poems “O Captain! My Captain” (1865) and “When
Lilacs Last in the Door-Yard Bloom'd” (1865-66) are written in fairly traditional rhymed meter.
Consider the first few lines of “O Captain! My Captain”:

O Captain ! my Captain! our fearful trip is done;
The ship has weather'd every rack, the prize we sought is won;
The port is near, the bells I hear, the people all exulting,
While follow eyes the steady keel, the vessel grim and daring:
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(Whitman, Leaves of Grass 337).

As beautiful as the lines are, they are not terribly revolutionary stylistically. This type of funeral
ode might just as easily have come from John Keats or Percy Shelley as far as the structure is
concerned. Perhaps this occasional formalism on the part of Whitman came from the very fact of
his inventing a particular type of free verse. In other words, he really had no free verse models.
As a consequence, he returned to tradition from time to time in order to reground himself so he
could again attempt to move forward. Ginsberg also, is occasionally more formal than most
readers might realize. Consider the opening line of "A Supermarket in California”: "What
thoughts I have of you tonight Walt Whitman” (Ginsberg Collected Poems 1947-1980 135).
The line is not in strict iambic pentameter, however, it is iambic. It suggests a closer
connection to traditional English poetry than might be expected from a wild, freethinking,
beatnik. Indeed, the fact such an outspoken nonconformist as Allen Ginsberg decided to
write his poem in anything even remotely resembling a traditional meter serves to show the
impact that such traditions have had in shaping the course of poetry. As it may be said that
Ginsberg followed in Whitman's footsteps in moving, largely, away from traditional meters and
to a degree of free verse, he undoubtedly also wanted to follow Whitman's lead in celebrating
America.
Unfortunately, due to his troubled times, Allen Ginsberg usually had to take a darker view of
American society than did his mentor. He could not praise either America's growing cities or her
countryside, as Whitman had done, simply because he saw that Whitman's predictions for
American society were not coming true. To Allen Ginsberg, something had gone awry in
America between Walt Whitman's time and his own.
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That is why, above all, Allen Ginsberg wishes to restore to America the sense of exuberance
and enthusiasm that he perceives in the America of Walt Whitman's time. Concerning “Howl,”
Mark Doty points out that “the title poem explicitly identifies itself as a lamentation for those
most promising and most excluded from the "American ideal" (A Profile of Twentieth-Century
American Poetry 116). Overall, he tells us that those of Ginsberg’s generation have been pushed
to the breaking point by the rest of American society and forced to strip themselves of tender
feelings.
Any such feelings have furthermore faded from many others of the characters in "Howl"
(1955):

who lost their loveboys to the three old shrews of fate the one eyed shrew
of the heterosexual dollar the one eyed shrew that winks out of the
womb and the one eyed shrew that does nothing but sit on her ass
and snip the intellectual golden threads of the craftsman's loom…”
(Ginsberg, Collected Poems 1947-1980 128).

Ginsberg clearly views the dollar, the quest for wealth, and worldly advancement, as the
destroyer of all hope, creativity, and peace. The dollar is paramount to Allen Ginsberg’s criticism
of America society because to earn a dollar one must acquiesce to pressure to fall into line with
the materialist culture he despises. Those who give in to money invariably lose their creativity
and ultimately their selves, as is symbolized by the cutting off or stagnation of their intellect. By
calling the dollar heterosexual, Ginsberg links economic prosperity, and probably the social
acceptance such prosperity would garner, to conformity with the wider Cold War era American
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ideal of the traditional nuclear family. As both Ginsberg and Whitman do not shy away from
their sexual orientation, we see a possible beginning of an explanation of their disdain of the idea
of working for money. Such disdain indeed goes beyond Ginsberg's unwillingness to actively
contribute to the military-industrial complex of his time, a system he believes is not only
fundamentally sick, but is by its existence degrading the health of every American. Such a view
in fact reverses the standard 1950s perception, where to be gay was regarded as a sickness in
itself. In "Howl" he reminds us of people who "who coughed on the sixth floor of Harlem
crowned with flame under the/tubercular sky
surrounded by orange crates of theology" (Ginsberg, Collected Poems 1947-1980 129).1
“Tubercular sky” implies that the entire American landscape is fundamentally diseased. It
must therefore be cured as a real case of tuberculosis might be, with a peaceful respite involving
contemplation of nature for its own sake. In other words, the only way to cure such a situation is
by a fundamental re-examining of the priorities of American consumer society and the military
lengths it is willing to go to in order to acquire resources. The presence of orange crates of
theology, moreover, implies the widespread influence of the conservative self-righteousness felt
by most American leaders during the Cold War era. Also, since oranges are a perishable food
item, the implication is that this sort of thinking will not sustain America indefinitely. Ginsberg
rails repeatedly against the society such philosophy has spawned.

1

It is important to mention here a few prominently outspoken conservative anti-communist clergy Ginsberg's time
who influenced popular thinking. Among these are: Billy Graham, New York’s Francis Cardinal Spellman, who
served as apostolic vicar to the United States Armed Forces during World War II. Also notable were Bishop Fulton
J. Sheen who hosted an important weekly television show, and Herbert W. Armstrong, as well as his son Garner Ted
Armstrong.
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“A Meaningless Institution” (1948) shows not only his disaffection with the world around
him, but acknowledges his debt to Whitman's "When I Heard the Learn’d Astronomer” through a
shared theme of dissatisfaction with some type of knowledge others apparently value.

I was given my bedding, and a bunk
in an enormous ward,
surrounded by hundreds of weeping,
decaying men and women.
Old, crippled, dumb people were
bent over sewing. I waited
for an official guide to come
and give me instructions.
After awhile, I wandered
off down empty corridors
in search of a toilet.
(Ginsberg, Collected Poems 1947-1980 15).

The hospital ward seems to be a sick and misguided America. The poet is above it and so can see
what others cannot. The decaying people who are sewing are just a few of millions of nameless
people who have plugged in to the capitalist system of Cold War America. He waits for an
official guide possibly to argue with him or possibly to see what conformity could offer him. By
going off in search of a toilet, the poet decides to make his own way in the world. Making one's
own way in the world could also involve noticing and caring about things others consider
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unimportant. Of course, even when one can disengage from society and see beyond it, the results
may not be positive or pleasant. As Ginsberg tells us in "American Change" (1958)

The coin seemed so small after vast European coppers thick francs
leaden pesetas, lire endless and heavy,
poor pile of coins, original reminders of the sadness, forgotten money
of America--nostalgia of the first touch of those coins, American change,
All the struggles for those coins, the sadness of their reappearance…
(Collected Poems 1947-1980 186-87).
“American Change” evokes the way Ginsberg changed while traveling in Europe. The
smallness of the coin appears to symbolize the narrow-mindedness of American social and
political thinking at the time. He had forgotten American money. He had forgotten America's
obsession with money and the conformity that comes along with it. Obviously, he is sad to have
to deal with the whole mess again. At this point, America has changed fundamentally from the
nation of love Whitman envisioned. The struggles of the coins could refer not only to the
physical labor taken to earn them but also to the oppression suffered by citizens of other
countries with substantial commercial ties to the United States. Rarely in his writings does
Whitman ever mention money, except when he talks about freely handing it out to wounded
Union soldiers during his time working in a hospital in Washington, DC, which he recounts in
the section of Specimen Days “Gifts—Money—Discrimination” (69). Even on those occasions,
he does not say that giving the soldiers the money will fundamentally change his standard of
living or view of himself, for he makes clear that to him money is not the essence of America.

